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Reflections from Senior Women Academics 
 
Bronwyn Fredericks and Nereda White 
 
The Tiddas Showin’ Up, Talkin’ Up and Puttin’ Up: Indigenous Women and 
Educational Leadership project was led by Flinders University in partnership with the 
Australian Catholic University through the Indigenous Higher Education Centres 
located in Adelaide (Yunggorendi First Nations Centre) and Brisbane (Weemala 
Indigenous Unit) (Bunda and White 2009).  
 
At the beginning of the project, two levels of governance were established: a Circle 
of Senior Indigenous Women from the higher education sector, and a Steering 
Committee of Senior Executive Women from partner universities. 
 
The Circle of Senior Indigenous Women included experts in the fields of learning and 
teaching, scholarship, administration and management, and community 
engagement. The Circle’s members were:  
 Professor Wendy Brady, Charles Darwin University     
 Dr Jackie Huggins, University of Queensland  
 Ms Angela Leitch, Education Queensland 
 Professor Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Queensland University of Technology  
 Dr Bronwyn Fredericks, Queensland University of Technology and Monash 
University  
 
The Steering Committee members were:  
 Professor Gabrielle McMullen, Australian Catholic University  
 Professor Marie Emmit, Australian Catholic University  
 Professor Faith Trent, Flinders University  
 Dr Jane Robbins, Flinders University  
 
The two levels of governance provided advice to the project leaders throughout the 
project. Three of these women share their reflections in this paper.  
 
 
A Greater Understanding of Indigenous Knowledge and Research 
 
Gabrielle McMullen  
Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Academic)  
Australian Catholic University 
 
The Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC) has opened up new 
opportunities for academic development and scholarship related to learning and 
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teaching in the higher education sector. Significantly, one of the ALTC’s priorities is 
leadership in learning and teaching. The collaborative Australian Catholic University–
Flinders University project on developing Indigenous academic women’s leadership 
of learning and teaching, Tiddas Talkin’ Up, Showin’ Up and Puttin’ Up, has made a 
unique and valued contribution to the work of the ALTC.  
 
The project included a Steering Committee of senior women academics which I was 
privileged to be invited to join. The other members were Professor Marie Emmitt, 
Dean of Education, Australian Catholic University; Professor Faith Trent, Executive 
Dean, Faculty of Education, Humanities, Law and Theology, Flinders University; and 
Dr Jane Robbins, School of Political and International Studies, Flinders University. 
The Steering Committee met with the Indigenous project leaders – Associate 
Professor Tracey Bunda from Flinders University and Associate Professor Nereda 
White from Australian Catholic University – both as a group and individually 
throughout the project. The Steering Committee also participated in the project’s 
workshops. 
 
Throughout the Tiddas project, Indigenous women academics from across Australia 
were invited to participate in themed workshops related to learning and teaching. I 
was able to attend on two occasions, and spoke at one about the development and 
challenges of my own academic career. The workshops allowed for effective cross-
sectoral interactions, the sharing of participants’ experiences, and the sharing of 
successful models for developing leadership. The involvement in one workshop of 
Assistant Professor Jackie Ottman from the University of Calgary, an Indigenous 
Canadian academic, brought an important international perspective to the 
development of leadership capacity in learning and teaching.  
 
While the formal role of the Steering Committee was the mentoring of the project 
leaders, the significant outcome for me was how much I learnt from participating in 
this project. From the women sharing their stories, I gained greater understanding of 
Indigenous knowledge and research, and wider insights into mentoring and 
academic career development.  
 
The Tiddas Talkin’ Up, Showin’ Up and Puttin’ Up initiative addressed an area of 
learning and teaching leadership that had not previously been the focus of a national 
project. In so doing, it made an important contribution to overcoming previous 
disadvantages of Indigenous women seeking an academic career. The project’s 
success lies in its planning and leadership by senior Indigenous women academics 
and the wide participation of Indigenous women academics in the workshops. It will 
be critical to build on the project’s outcomes (for example, through a virtual network 
of Indigenous women academics and through future workshops) to allow ongoing 
role modelling so that, in future, Indigenous women academics are represented 
proportionally in the higher education workforce. 
 
 
A Humbling and Energising Experience 
 
Marie Emmitt 
Professor and Dean, Faculty of Education 
Australian Catholic University 
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It was a privilege to participate in the Australian Learning and Teaching Council 
(ALTC) academic Indigenous women’s leadership project as a member of the senior 
executive women group. It was a very timely project for the university sector. 
Developing the leadership capacity for women in universities has been an ongoing 
challenge and, as this project demonstrated, it has been particularly challenging for 
Indigenous women. 
 
Over the years, I have been involved in activities to develop and support leadership 
for women as both a participant and a leader. I was very pleased, therefore, to be 
able to contribute to this project’s workshops, and to learn from them. Importantly, 
the project provided an opportunity for me to reflect upon my own journey as a 
leader and challenged me to offer insights that could be of relevance to participants. 
I was very conscious that I was coming from a white middle class woman’s 
perspective, but I believe there are common challenges.  
 
Learning about the challenges for Indigenous women was humbling but also very 
energising. An analysis of their experiences provides insights into the issues that 
influence the development of leadership capabilities and opportunities for Indigenous 
women and non-mainstream groups more broadly. 
 
My participation in the project enabled me to re-evaluate my beliefs and capabilities 
as a leader, reflect on what else I could be doing as a leader, and consider what else 
could be done to enhance and support leadership among others, particularly my 
staff. The project has increased my awareness of the issues that impact on 
Indigenous women academics today and strengthened my resolve to do more from a 
Faculty of Education perspective to develop awareness of Indigenous issues.  
 
Much has been achieved in this project. But it is important that these achievements 
form the basis for future developments – to provide ongoing support for Indigenous 
women academics, and to facilitate ongoing role modelling and mentoring of other 
Indigenous women academics. 
 
 
Dwelling Within the Domain of Indigenous Women 
 
Bronwyn Fredericks                                                   
Senior Research Fellow                                           
Queensland University of Technology and Monash University  
 
I was invited to be a member of the Circle of Senior Indigenous Women for the 
project Tiddas Showin’ Up, Talkin’ Up and Puttin’ Up along with Wendy Brady, Aileen 
Moreton-Robinson, Jackie Huggins and Angela Leitch. We were asked to join the 
Senior Indigenous Women’s Circle by the project’s leaders, Tracey Bunda and 
Nereda White. They chose us because they felt we were collectively knowledgeable 
in the fields of learning and teaching, scholarship, administration and management 
and community engagement in the higher education sector. I was honoured to be 
asked and to be working with women in the role of Tidda — ‘Sister’ in the white way 
of knowing this particular familial relationship. I found this an incredibly affirming and 
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safe environment to be within, which also meant that I was extended in my 
leadership. 
 
I took my role seriously and I made an effort to attend all four residential workshops, 
conducted at the end of each semester in 2007 and 2008. Each workshop 
addressed a specific theme: Learning and Teaching, Scholarship, University 
Administration and Management, and Community Engagement. I presented 
sessions at all four workshops. Approximately 20 Indigenous women attended each 
workshop with a core group of women attending the majority. I felt extremely 
privileged to be able to dwell within the domain of Indigenous women and to be 
standing side by side with my Tiddas as we all developed deeper understandings of 
the workings of the higher education system in Australia. I was also privileged to 
witness the development of a scholarly network of the Indigenous women 
participants – a network which continues to exist.  
 
Throughout the project, I saw processes of empowerment and what Elsie Redbird 
(1995) calls re-empowerment in place. Redbird (1995) explains that we need to 
speak of re-empowerment from the perspective that the process of colonisation, 
which subordinated and oppressed us as Indigenous women, has been a process of 
disempowerment. Re-empowerment implies rebuilding and reviving Indigenous 
women’s spiritual and cultural practices, accompanied by healing. Part of the 
strength of this re-empowerment has been the reclaiming of power and the 
Indigenous women’s domain by Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women (Fredericks 2010; 2008).  
 
One of the underlying principles of re-empowerment is that, as Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander identity and all that is involved in being an Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander woman in Australia has been threatened with eradication through power, it 
can be reformulated or regained only by taking power back. The Tiddas Showin’ Up, 
Talkin’ Up and Puttin’ Up: Indigenous women and Educational Leadership project 
gave Indigenous women a site to take some power back and to name what it is to be 
an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander woman within sites of higher education.  
 
The Tiddas Showin’ Up, Talkin’ Up and Puttin’ Up: Indigenous women and 
Educational Leadership project embedded the objectives of fostering the 
development of leadership capacity by allowing the sharing of Indigenous women’s 
knowledge, and learning and networking experiences to support professional 
development within the culturally safe place that is the Indigenous women’s domain. 
Specifically, the project promoted and supported strategic change in higher 
education by strengthening the participation and leadership capacity of Indigenous 
women academics.  
 
I am thankful for the invitation extended to me to be part of such a program of 
learning objectives. I am indeed honoured and privileged that I was part of this 
affirming, reaffirming and re-empowering (Redbird 1995) project for Indigenous 
women.  
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